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Clearly, a host of structural constraints and conditions immigrants con? front in their new environment shape the kinds of family arrangements, roles, and orientations that emerge among them. So do the norms and values they encounter when they move to the United States. Moreover, immigrants are not passive individuals who are acted upon by external forces. They play an active role in reconstructing and redefining family life. Indeed, members of the family, by virtue of their gender and generation, have differing interests so that women (and men) and young people (and older people) often try to fashion family patterns in ways that improve their positions and further their aims (wKibria, 1993; Oxfeld, 1993) . But something else is at work, too. The cultural understandings, meanings, and symbols that immigrants bring with them from their home societies are also critical in understanding immigrant family life. Obviously, immigrants do not exactly reproduce their old cultural patterns when they move to a new land; but these patterns continue to have a powerful influence in shaping family values and norms as well as actual patterns of behavior that develop in the new setting. Indeed, as Nazli Kibria (1993) observes, immigrants may walk a delicate tightrope as they challenge certain aspects of traditional fam? ily systems while they also try to retain others.
Attention to the role of immigrants' "cultural roots"2 in shaping new fam?
ily patterns bids us to look at the way these patterns differ from one group to another -despite common structural conditions they face and despite com? mon social processes and dynamics of family life. Family patterns among Korean immigrants and Haitians in the United States, to name just two groups, diverge in many ways at least in part because of the cultural back? ground of each group. The very meaning of the term family and other basic, taken-for-granted cultural aspects of kinship, like who is considered a relative, vary among different immigrant populations. Indeed, the particular groups social scientists study may well influence the models they develop about fam? ily life and family change. It is not surprising that scholars who study Asian immigrants, whose family and kinship systems are markedly different from those of Americans, have tended to put more emphasis on the role of cultur? al continuity with the sending society than scholars who study Caribbean immigrants, whose family patterns are more like those in this country.
PREMIGRATION CULTURAL LNFLUENCES
Several studies have pointed out ways that premigration cultural conceptions and social practices continue to have force in the United States. These con2There is no single definition of culture agreed upon by anthropologists. Here I use it to refer to the "taken-for-granted but powerfully influential understandings and codes that are learned and shared by members of a group" (Peacock, 1986 Although there is no such thing as a timeless tradition, immigrants may come to think of life in their home society in these terms. As Yanagisako puts it, they may construct their own versions of tradition as they reconceptualize the past to make sense of current experience and to speak to current dilem? mas and issues. These "invented traditions" can have a life of their own in that immigrants may interpret and act upon the present in light of their models of the past (Yanagisako, 1985:247 [and] familial obligation was defined by the idea that the needs and desires of the kin group took precedence over personal ones" (1993:100).
Partly because Vietnamese immigrants believe that kinship ties are an effective way to cope with uncertainty and economic scarcity, they engaged in what Kibria calls a process of kin-group reconstruction in the absence of close kin in Philadelphia.
They elevated distant kin to the position of closer rela? tives, placed more importance than they used to on kinship ties forged by marriage, and redefined non-kin with whom they had close "kinship-like ties" as kin, using kinship terms (like brother) to refer to them and their relations. Divakaruni, 1995) and that "courtship" and marriage patterns are changing in many ways (see Lessinger, 1995 Lessinger (1995) , is that caste, language group, and religion are less important in mate selec? tion if the young people are otherwise compatible in terms of education and profession. Also, "semiarranged marriages" are becoming increasingly common. Parents introduce suitable prescreened young men and women who are then allowed a brief courtship period during which to decide whether they like each other well enough to marry. (Foner, 1977 (Foner, , 1994 
CONCLUSION
In the wake of the enormous recent immigration to the United States, we are only just beginning to understand the complex ways that the new arrivals construct -and reconstruct -their family lives here. In this article, I have dis? cussed some of the dynamics involved, including the cultural meanings and social practices immigrants bring with them from their home countries as well as structural, economic and cultural forces in their new environments. As we search for common factors that impinge on and shape immigrants' fami? ly lives ? or look for evidence of ways that immigrants are becoming more like "Americans" ? we also need to bear in mind that each group puts a unique stamp on family and kinship relations that stems from its special cultural and social background.
Clearly, a lot more work needs to be done in this field. We need addition? al careful cultural -as well as structural -analyses of immigrants' family lives to appreciate the new forms and patterns that develop among them here. Of
